Geographic and ontogenic variation in venom of the western diamondback rattlesnake (Crotalus atrox).
Venom samples from western diamondback rattlesnakes (Crotalus atrox) from 13 localities in the United States were tested for i.v. and s.c. lethality for mice, protease activity, hemorrhagic activity, and the presence of Mojave toxin. Electrophoresis on polyacrylamide gel was used to compare protein composition. The neutralizing effect of two commercial antivenoms was evaluated against selected samples of venom. Venom of young snakes from north Texas was compared with that of adults from the same locality. Venom samples from the southwest portion of the range showed highest lethality, those from the northeast portion lowest. This trend was reversed with respect to protease activity. Hemorrhagic activity showed little geographic variation, but northern samples tended to be slightly higher. Differences in venom protein composition were evident between snakes from the eastern and western portions of the range. Mojave toxin in small to trace amounts was detected in two Arizona venom samples and one from west Texas. Antivenoms were relatively ineffective in neutralizing lethality. Venom of young snakes from north Texas was much more lethal by s.c. injection than that of adult snakes from any part of the range, but very low in protease activity. Hemorrhagic activity was about equal to that of adult snakes from the same region. Fifteen months later, lethality had declined almost five-fold, and protease activity had approached adult levels. There was a distinct change in protein composition. Mojave toxin was not detected in venoms of the young snakes.